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XIV

I felt the same excitement mixed with dread which used
to make me sick before going back to school as I
drove for the first time through the green outskirts of
Damascus on my way to report for duty. The approach
from the west into the town itself is disappointing. Tram
cars jangle along bleak streets flanked with ugly new
buildings, and I felt rather depressed when I reported
to G.S.I.(t.) (the letters stand for General Staff Intel-
ligence (tribes)). The Colonel was out, and because
there was no accommodation in the tiny Mess I decided
to put up at the Omayad Hotel until I had time to look
around for rooms.

Glittering black tanks with obscenely shaped guns
slithered closer to me in my dream, a shell crashed
against my tank, there was a deafening explosion,
and I woke up. I lay sweating in the darkness for
a while before I realized the explosion had been
real.

I stumbled out of bed, drew open the French
windows leading on to a tiny balcony and looked out.
A cold, thin mist hovered over the roofs of Damascus
spread below my window in the dark grey light before
dawn, and a lamp twinkled from the window of every
little house in the darkness so that it seemed as if a
myriad candles had been lit by an invisible multitude.
Then I remembered. The explosion I had heard was
the cannon to wake the Faithful in time to eat before
dawn because from sunrise to sunset they must fast in
the feast of Ramadan.

When  I reported to Colonel Elphinston the next